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FROM THE EDITOR:   
 
The Chicago conference was truly like going home again because I 

was born and raised there.  I didn’t attend many lectures but 
concentrated on visiting some of the archives and libraries i.e.  Spertus 

College/Asher Library and the Chicago History Museum.  I did 
attend the British BOF (Birds of a Feather) meeting, where I met 

some people I knew from our BOF in Salt Lake City.  I also met our lister, 
Miriam Margolyes, in person, which was a bonus.  I found a lecture on British 
Migration Records given by Nicholas Evans very helpful.  I also attended a 
fascinating lecture on ways to search Google and create your own personal 
preferences.  Another lecture of interest offered clues in using the Russian 
alphabet and reading Russian.  I’m looking forward to next year in 
Philadelphia, PA, August 2-7, 2009.  The year after that will be in Los Angeles. 
 
The main focus of this newsletter was to be Chanukah memories.  However, 
as you read on through this edition, you may come to share our suspicion that 
contributors have conspired in favour of a rather less festive theme taking over 
- albeit, as I hope you'll agree, to very good effect!  Nevertheless, I shall persist. 
 
When I was growing up all the major holidays were spent with my maternal 
grandparents, my Aunt Mary and my Aunt Anne NOPARSTAK’s family, 
which included three cousins; I was the oldest.  Chanukah was usually at our 
house and I remember my grandpa KESSELMAN arriving pulling a sled 
loaded with gifts.  Nobody needed a car in those days to get around Chicago 
and I’m assuming that he pulled that sled all the way from his house about five 
miles away.   
 
I was always curious, and tried to find the presents my parents had hidden 
from me before Chanukah.  One year it backfired:  I actually found a sled 
under the couch and I was really bummed!  We took turns opening presents 
and watched each person open one before moving on to the next.  We still 
carry on that tradition today at my niece’s house, where she and my son hand 
out gifts.  It takes hours to finish the ritual and we’re eating all the time we’re 
opening.  At the end there is a wonderful dinner that includes the best latkes.  
My niece and I are the grand champion latke makers and I have now taught 
my daughter-in-law the secret of our success.   
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My family was acutely aware that cousin Howard always counted presents, so 
they made sure they bought equal numbers for every child.  One year, Uncle 
Victor NOPARSTAK received a movie camera.  I still have those rolls of film 
where he cut off heads, the lights blinded you, and he moved the camera so 
quickly I was almost seasick watching.   
 
All in all, I remember it warmly: the food, the presents, the love, the receiving, 
but I have no memories of lighting candles or discussion of the meaning of 
Chanukah.  I think the important element to us was being together. 
 
Jackye Sullins, California 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FROM THE LIST: MY WALKING TOUR OF 
LONDON 
 
Yesterday we walked for miles around the older part of 
Jewish London.  It was a true goose bump journey.  My 
ancestors came from Clerkenwell, Middlesex, Shoreditch and 

Bermondesy.  A credit to our guide Louis.  It all means so much 
more having heard and seen the places they lived.  To those on the list who 
helped me get here-  Many thanks. 
 
John Meyers (Australia), 13 August 2008 - in Barnes for one more week 
 
We’re grateful to John for posting this shining example of “netiquette”.  The guide to whom 
he refers is B-J lister Lou Dias, who offered his services as a London guide in a June posting.  
He does make a small charge, which potential “clients” may wish to discuss with him when 
making any arrangement. 
 
 
 

CHANUKAH MEMORIES 

It's hard to remember every Chanukah celebration from my 
childhood, some 45 to 55 years ago.  I don't remember us 
following any specific traditions year after year, except for the 
basics: My maternal grandparents lived in the same apartment 
building as we did and I spent a good deal of my childhood in 

their care. 
 
Until my eighth Chanukah I was the only grandchild, and being first-born 
grandson conferred a special status that never went away until my 
grandmother died in 1998 at the age of ninety-six. 
 
My paternal grandfather and I lit the candles each night as far back as I can 
remember.  He would hold my wrist and guide my hand, holding the shamus, 
down the row of candles waiting to be lit, every night of the holiday.  As I got 
older I began to do it by myself, but every year was the same: he would say one 
or two or three words of the Brucha, which I would repeat.  This continues 
even now with my two younger sons, nineteen and seventeen: young but no 
longer little.  I say one or two words and they repeat them, trading the shamus 
back and forth as each candle is lit. 
 
When I was about eleven my four-year-old sister took my place, lighting the 
candles with my grandfather until he died in 1965. 
 
There was something else peculiar to my mother's family.  My grandmother 
was born in the US, her parents having arrived in New York less than three 
months before her birth.  However, her mother died when grandma was two 
or three, and she was raised by a stepmother who was from Romania.  I don't 
know if this was where grandma picked up her tradition of making latkes with 
matzo meal, not potatoes.  This certainly proves the statement “It’s not a 
potato pancake, it’s a latke!” She also cooked them in Crisco, not olive oil; we 
didn’t know from olive oil in the Bronx in the fifties!  Crisco was one of those 
white solid fats, made from corn oil and whatever chemicals they could cram 
into it during manufacture.   
  
We had those latkes every year.   
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In our family, we only ever lit one menorah, made of tin or some other 
lightweight metal; it went on the window sill, with the curtains pinned back, 
away from the sill and the flames, until the candles burnt out.  I don't 
remember a lot of other families doing this, even though our neighbourhood 
had to be eighty per cent Jewish; it was another of my mother's quirks!   
 
Beyond that I have no brilliant or outstanding memories: just a good time!   
 
Steve Morgan, Wilmington, North Carolina. 
 
 
MORE THAN JUST A PAIR OF CANDLESTICKS 
 
In retrospect, I ought to explain that I have always been enamored with 
candlesticks.  They have had a strange fascination for me with their fantastic 
variety of shapes and designs.  Over the years, I have collected various types 
be they metal, porcelain, glass or otherwise.  I have often wondered who had 
used them and where they had come from before they landed on my table. 
 
With this in mind, I attended a recent JGS of Palm Beach County, Inc. 
meeting where the speaker, Rafi Guber, was scheduled to help provide 
identification for member-owned Judaica.  In the aftermath of this meeting, I 
happened to speak to JGSPBCI member Helene Seaman.  She had with her a 
five-branched candelabra that she wanted to have identified and which had 
belonged to her grandmother, Hudel Glik Barkan, from Dusetos, Lithuania.  
When the speaker was unable to assist her directly, I told her that I would help 
her identify her family heirloom. 
 
Helene sent me a picture of her item and I noted the hallmark on the 
underside:  Derby S.P., Co., #02572.  When I saw that, I realized that the item 
was not a foreign one made in der heim as she had thought, but one whose 
provenance had originated in the United States. 
 
The Derby S.P., Co. inscription represented the Derby Silver Plate Company 
which was founded in Derby (originally Birmingham), Connecticut in 1873.  
At some point in the early twentieth century, Derby joined the International 
Silver Company which had been founded in 1898 in Meriden, Connecticut. 

This company was a conglomeration of a number of independent silver 
manufacturers specializing in making “silver-plated hollow-ware including 
pitchers, bowls, mugs, teapots, coffee pots and trays”.  Candlesticks and 
candelabra were also produced by the company, especially what were called 
wedding candelabra.  These items were used at the wedding itself as well as at 
the reception.  In addition, one often found that the groom’s family would 
give the bride a gift of candlesticks which were used during the ceremony and 
thereafter. 
 
In all probability, Helene’s grandmother had purchased the candelabra at some 
point after she had established her household in America.  Its elaborate design 
was symbolic of a time when intricate ornamentation was commonplace and 
expected.  It had come just prior to the next generation of modern clean-cut 
designs for household items such as candlesticks. 
 
Following this candlestick inquiry, another individual, Shelly Levin, then 
posted on JewishGen about wanting to identify a wonderful gift that she had 
just been given.  The gift was a pair of brass candlesticks from Szczuczyn, 
Poland, that had belonged to her great-grandmother Nechama Milewicz-
Lipowicz.  Evidently, Nechama had brought these candlesticks to America in 
1939 and Shelly had been told that they had been passed down in her family 
for over 300 years.  It is always a blessing to receive such a gift which 
exemplifies family history over such a long period. 
 
 
In response to Shelly’s inquiry, I told her that brass candlesticks were quite 
popular in the period from the 1600s onward when her great-grandmother’s 
ancestor’s had reputedly obtained theirs.  They were a staple in the Galician 
woman's arsenal of household items along with her perina or goose-down 
comforter or duvet.  Many women prided themselves on their candlesticks 
which were the main - or sometimes, perhaps, the only - adornment of their 
Shabbat table, especially in poorer households. 
 
In fact, my grandmother, Rose Oxenberg Fink, had a number of candlesticks 
and candelabras of various sizes and shapes which she used on the Shabbat 
table and which were later divided and given to each of her four daughters.  
However, those given to my mother were supposedly purchased secondhand 
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in 1901 when my grandmother arrived in Manchester, England, from 
Drogobych, Ukraine.  The candlesticks had "Made in England" stamped on 
the underside.  This was her first purchase when setting up her new 
household, as had been the case with Helene Seaman’s grandmother when she 
settled in America. 
 
At the time, Great Britain produced the best quality brass in the world; 
particularly that created in Birmingham.  Candlesticks were later commonly 
electroplated with silver, which eventually wore off necessitating resilvering.  
This spawned a whole industry to meet the need for upkeep on the 
candlesticks. 
 
Many of the British brass products were exported, and it is possible that 
Shelly’s great-grandmother's candlesticks were British in origin; if so, there 
would have been a marking on the side or underside to that effect.  However, 
it is more likely that they were made locally or in a nearby larger city, close to 
where her great-grandmother lived in Galicia. 
 
Along with the butcher and the baker, the candlestick maker satisfied an 
important requirement of urban existence, not only for Jewish housewives, but 
for the entire community.  Housewives often purchased their candlesticks 
from local craftsmen, or at the weekly markets in their shtetl or from peddlers 
who traveled on a regular circuit through their communities.  If the shtetl were 
large enough, there would even have been actual stores where the candlesticks 
could be purchased; these were often called “colonial goods” stores, as they 
were in Lithuania. 
 
An example of such “colonial goods” was the pair of brass “Made in England” 
candlesticks purchased by Leah Fein Cohen, of Kupiskis, Lithuania.  She 
bought them from a dealer in her shtetl and then carried them through 
Europe, sailed with them across the Atlantic Ocean and finally arrived with 
them in New York in 1893.  They were treasured by her until her death in 
1918, when they passed to her daughter and thence to her granddaughter, 
Linda Cantor, who has them to this day. 
 
Candlesticks are quite interesting in conformation and shape, and you can 
sometimes determine their origins by this alone.  Many were constructed in 

parts and bolted together.  They were made from many different metals, from 
the most expensive such as gold, to silver, silver-plate, bronze and - the least 
expensive - brass.  In addition, there were wooden candlesticks as well as 
ceramic, porcelain, and glass or crystal candlesticks which also became 
popular.       
 
In regard to my grandmother's candlesticks, they were the only things that 
survived, along with the tablecloth under them, after the family home was 
destroyed during the World War II blitz, in Manchester.  I came to think of 
them as literal survivors, as the Jews were.  Unfortunately, I was not in 
possession of them after my mother passed away and, having disappeared last 
year, they are no longer part of the family heritage.  It was a poignant moment 
when I learned of their loss. 
 
Fortunately, I was given a present of a pair of hand-carved wooden 
candlesticks by a friend, Morris Rich, who has since passed away.  He was a 
wood carver or turner, and a Holocaust survivor of the Kovno Ghetto, whose 
father had been a wood carver before him.  It was as a result of his carving 
skills that Morris and his brother Abe were able to save themselves in the 
Ghetto.  They carved toys for the Nazi commandant and other wooden items 
for his staff and their families. So, these wooden candlesticks not only have a 
ritual meaning for me, but resonate once again, as my grandmother’s did, with 
the ability of the Jews to survive over the centuries against overwhelming 
odds.  
 
An interesting sidelight of Morris Rich’s story is that he opened the first wood-
turning shop in Miami and catered to many celebrities, commercial enterprises 
and governments with his expertise.  His brother Abe, on the other hand, 
chose to use his wood-turning ability to carve pool cues in America.  In his 
small store in Miami Beach, Florida, he came to produce some of the finest 
cues available, which were used by many celebrities and professional pool 
players.  You can read more about Abe and his famous pool cues at:  
http://www.miaminewtimes.com/1996-07-25/news/shooting-straight/full 
 
As a final note, when I was writing this article, I asked Linda Cantor for a 
photograph of her grandmother’s candlesticks.  Imagine my surprise, when I 
saw them for the first time and realized that they were eerily reminiscent of my 
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mother’s that had been lost.  Here were Linda’s candlesticks obtained in 
Kupiskis, Lithuania, and mine, obtained in Manchester, England, at about the 
same time - and they were identical!  This confirms the remarkable extent to 
which international trade played a part in the distribution of everyday goods 
such as candlesticks to our ancestor’s shtetls and towns. 
 
In conclusion, passing down precious family heirlooms, such as candlesticks, is 
an important responsibility.  Something more critical, though, is to give your 
descendants a sense of how these heirlooms played an integral part in the 
history of your family and of the Jewish people.  Learn more about your 
heirlooms. Take digital photographs of them and attach their histories, so that 
your children and grandchildren will appreciate what they are and where they 
came from.  You won’t be sorry you did this - and neither will your 
descendants.  
 
(Ed. Note: Both Ann Rabinowitz and Helene Seaman are members of the JGS 
of Palm Beach County, Inc. ; Linda Cantor is the President of the JGS (NY).) 
 
 
        
 
 
 
      
 
           
           
 
 
 
 
 
         Shelly Levin’s     Author Ann Rabinowitz’s 
300-yr. old Brass Candlesticks     Wooden Candlesticks 
 
 
 

 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        Linda Cantor’s           Helene Seaman’s   
British-Made Brass Sticks             Candelabra 
 
(Originally published in Scattered Seeds: The Newsletter of the Jewish 
Genealogical Society of Palm Beach County, Inc., Vol. 15 No. 2, Second 
Quarter 2008.  Re-edited and reprinted courtesy of Ann Rabinowitz, author, 
and the Jewish Genealogical Society of Palm Beach, Inc.  Also, portions 
quoted by Schelly Dardashti, in “Unlocking tales of family treasure”, “The 
Jerusalem Post”, September 24, 2008, and on their web site at:  
http://www.jpost.com/servlet/Satellite?apage=1&cid=1222017379048&page
name=JPost%2FJPArticle%2FShowFull) 
 
© 2008 Ann Rabinowitz 
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MY FAMILY AT WAR 
 

Members living in the UK will undoubtedly have noticed the 
BBC’s four-part series My Family at War, televised in the week 
leading up to the 90th anniversary of the armistice of 11 
November 1918.  The BBC advertised it as: 
“A new four-part series which will be shown on BBC1 every evening 
leading up to 11th November. 

The series will look at the stories of eight broadcasters and celebrities who 
had WW1 relatives .  .  . 

More than one million British people lost their lives during the First World War; My 
Family At War examines just eight stories.” 

As Jews or those descended from Jews, it is natural for us to concentrate our 
focus on the Second World War and the Holocaust.  However, many of us are 
also touched by the knowledge that our ancestors took part in the “War to end 
all wars”.  Whilst none of these families was Jewish, in stark contrast to the last 
series of Who Do You Think You Are?, in which almost everyone seemed to 
have Jewish blood, I found this series very emotive.  Although there were 
times when I occasionally asked myself why we needed to see a celebrity doing 
this or that - Phil Tufnell flying a plane was a good “why?” his ancestor was a 
mechanic and never flew a plane - generally the programmes brought to life a 
variety of stories showing the diversity of experience in the Great War.  Many 
ended in the loss of the person the celebrity was tracing, an inevitable 
reflection of the heavy losses that were suffered.  One story - Kirsty Wark’s - 
showed how someone could make it all the way through the war, only to be 
lost to Spanish ’Flu.  Eammon Holmes’s showed how a soldier might return so 
badly wounded that he needed treatment for the rest of his life: Eamonn’s 
grandfather lived almost 40 years more.  The series showed fine young men 
who thought it was some sort of adventure, along with men with families 
moved to do their duty and fight alongside men half their age.  It showed men 
from all over the UK - and Australia, albeit originally from Wales.  Sadly, what 
it didn’t show was any German story.  Neither did it show any women’s 
stories, although there was another programme in the commemorative season 
- a documentary by Jo Brand about the devastating effect the war had on Vera 

Brittain.  I also found it sad, once again, that the BBC feels the need to use 
celebrities to “push” such programmes.  Surely, the loss of anyone’s son or 
daughter, mother or father, brother or sister, husband, wife or lover is worth 
remembering.   
What I found most interesting, as the daughter of a survivor of six years’ army 
service in World War II, was that so many of the celebrities asked, at one time 
or another, “Why should we remember?” For Natalie Cassidy, who knew next 
to nothing about a war that took place so long ago, I might consider it 
understandable.  More senior celebrities, though, like Matthew Kelly and Rolf 
Harris, amazed me by their reactions.  Matthew started by wondering if we 
should forget and let the past lie, although he ended up, of course, with quite 
the opposite view.  Rolf visited a primary school in a small village liberated by 
the Australians his father and uncle were serving with, where the walls bear the 
permanent painted legend “Never Forget Australia”, and where the children, 
from the age of five, still learn what the Australians did for their village.  Many 
of the celebrities were astonished by how the sacrifices of the Great War are 
honoured across northern France, and into Belgium.  It contrasts starkly with 
the way, in Britain, we tend to brush it all under the carpet until the Sunday 
closest to 11 November each year, and have to rely on the X-Factor’s final 
twelve to give us a “Hero” to try to promote what so many did, and continue 
to do.   
Here in France we have a national holiday on 11 November, whatever day of 
the week it is.  Here, we cannot forget because, if nothing else, our children 
ask why they don’t have to go to school today.  In October we had a guest 
staying with us who had made the journey from Australia to see the battlefields 
of WWI in an organised trip.  He had flown half way round the world to make 
that visit.  Having myself been to many of the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission cemeteries and memorials, I know how ethereal the area can be 
and how strongly I feel as if it will never recover from the torment it saw.  
Even on the sunniest day there’s “just something about it”.  I’ve also travelled 
along the voie sacrée, which has a similar eeriness, with its banners every few 
metres giving the dates when the land fell, and when it was reclaimed.  Yet, 
many Brits have never been to Flanders Fields, or the Somme.  They live a few 
hundred miles away at most, yet they might as well live on the other side of the 
world.  Ninety years on, I ask myself why we shy away from our past.  Is it 
that, even now, it is still too raw, too vivid, too horrific?  How many more 
years will we continue to remember?  I pray that we, as family historians, if no 
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one else, ensure that we pass on the imperative need to make sure that we 
never forget.  In this, our Chanukah edition, I ask you to give one gift this 
Chanukah.  It will cost you nothing but a few moments of your time.  Tell one 
other person the story of how one man or woman contributed to winning the 
Great War.  Then ask them to tell it to someone else next Chanukah.  If you 
have time, write it down - briefly - and send it to me and I will put it on our 
Roll of Honour web page.  If you have a photograph, send that too.  It doesn’t 
have to be someone who made the ultimate sacrifice of giving their life.  It can 
be anyone, military or civilian, male or female, victim or survivor; but please, 
make sure we never forget. 
 
Sherry Landa, Viersat, France webmaster@british-jewry.org.uk  
 
 

ALL ABOUT US - A BIT OF TRUMPET-
BLOWING! 

 
Have you been to our website http://www.british-

jewry.org.uk/ recently?  At the beginning of September the whole site was 
revamped.  The pages now have a new look; a “theme” with - we hope - a 
clearer font and easier to read layout.  In addition we have tried to make the 
layout more user-friendly with everything (more or less) linking from the home 
page. 
That said, there are a few layers, and some things that are not visible from the 
home page can be found if you dig a little deeper.  One of these “hidden” 
goodies is a set of pages on Military Records: http://www.british-
jewry.org.uk/beyondbasics/military.htm  From this page of basic information, 
if you click the “Roll of Honour” link, you will find an alphabetical list of 
Jewish Men - we have no women yet - who gave their lives in the Great War 
or World War Two.  Clicking on names which are hyperlinked takes you to 
photos either of the men themselves, or of their memorials, or both.  The 
memorials in Asia and Australasia are a new addition and have been kindly 
provided by our Australian list member Naomi Ogin.  Below she gives us a 
flavour of her various trips. 
If you own photos of soldiers or grave memorials which are appropriate, and 
you wish to submit them for inclusion on the website, please email me in the 
first instance at sherry.landa@wanadoo.fr and I will explain how to send them.   

WAR CEMETERIES 
 
Living on this side of world, our 
holidays tend to be within Australia or 
the Asia Pacific region. 
 
For some reason, we seem to be drawn 
to visiting War Cemeteries; we try and 
find ‘stars’: my husband goes one way, 

our daughter another and I have the 
camera!  That sounds a bit macabre, 
but it feels right to look.  All the 
cemeteries are so well kept, neat and 
tidy, that one can’t help but feel 
humble, and it is quite shocking to see 
so many graves of generally young 
people, many with crosses, some 
unknown. 
 

Kanchanaburi near the River Kwai in 
Thailand is an experience in itself; a 
train still passes over the Bridge - not 
the original one - and we took the ride 
over the Kwai along Hellfire Pass.  I’m 
not the best for roller-coaster rides, but 
when you look down and see what 
those people had to dig out, it’s 
incredible.  There is also a JEATH 
(Japan, England, America, Australia, 

Thailand, and Holland) Museum; it is a replica of a bamboo hut showing the 
conditions under which the prisoners lived when forced to work on the Death 
Railway. 
 
Changi/Kranji, in Singapore, is near the infamous Changi Gaol, and again 
there is a museum which has information about the Battle of Singapore, 
including a mention of the Synagogue of Ohel Jacob which was based in the 
gaol.  
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Darwin, in Australia’s Northern 
Territory, had its own problems 
during WWII: it was badly bombed.  
Again, our visit to the Adelaide 
River War Memorial Cemetery 
there was very humbling and, 
afterwards, it felt quite surreal 
taking a boat cruise on the Adelaide 
River and watching the crocodiles! 
 
Naomi Ogin, Brisbane, Australia 

 
 
 

 
FRIENDS OF DEANE ROAD CEMETERY 
(LIVERPOOL) 
 
Quite often we are embarrassed in the UK by the condition 
of the cemeteries in which our ancestors rest.  We hear 
media stories of vandalism and a lack of funds to repair the 
damage caused.  We hear of cemeteries closing, or only 
being open with a guide by prior appointment.  We are 
thwarted by lack of indexes, unclear plot numbers and the 

condition of the stones.  Many visitors from abroad are appalled that we can 
let our cemeteries crumble away while we argue about whose responsibility 
they are.   
That’s the bad news: here is some good!  
In Liverpool they are no longer sitting back and waiting for the inevitable.  
They have started to do something.  Some of you may already know about the 
Deane Road Cemetery Project; you may have found their website, 
www.deaneroadcemetery.com .  Many of you will have supported the Project 
by joining the Friends of Deane Road Cemetery.  In August they produced 
their first newsletter, available to download as a PDF file at 
http://www.deaneroadcemetery.com/friends200810.pdf - and well worth a 
mention here.  If you have suggestions, wish to contribute, or simply wish to 
register to receive future issues of the newsletter direct to your inbox, the e-
mail address is info@deaneroadcemetery.com . 
 
Sherry Landa, France 
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JEWISH GRAVES IN OSTEND (BELGIUM) 
CEMETERIES 
 
I visited in the last few days several Jewish graves in the two 
main cemeteries in Oostende.   
 
In what is called the old cemetery located in the 

Nieuwpoortsesteenweg there are only three Jewish tombs amidst the other 
tombs.  They date from 1894, 1898 and 1920.  End of 1918 a new cemetery 
was established in the Stuiverstraat and there a separate plot is reserved for 
Jewish burials.  It is said to be the only Jewish burial site officially recognised 
by the Jewish community in Belgium.  It is a fact, however, that the greater 
part of Jewish burials, especially from the Antwerp Jews, are done at the 
Jewish cemetery in Putte, just over the border in the Netherlands. 
 
For the two graves from 1894 and 1898 I have been able to obtain the death 
certificates.  The one from 1920 is too recent to be obtained.  On 29 
September 1894 Bertha ELSBACH died, wife of Raphael Robert 
REINSBERG.  She was born 16 November 1849 in Brilon, Kreis Arnsberg in 
Prussia.  She was the daughter of Aron ELSBACH and of Julie 
SCHOENHOLZ.  Reinsberg was a hotel manager in Oostende. 
 
On 17 August 1898 Maximilian HOROWITZ died, born 8 August 1847 in 
Tarnow, Galicia.  He was the son of Simmel HOROWITZ and of Gittel 
BEER.  The declaration was made by his brother Leon HOROWITZ, 54 yrs, 
lawyer in Oostende, domiciled in Cracow. 
 
The 1920 grave is for Neama de LEON, widow of Haim CAMPEAS.  She 
was born in Constantinople on 10 November 1849, died in Oostende 29 
September 1920.  These are the data from the stone. 
 
In the Stuiverstraat there are more than sixty graves, the first one dates from 
1922, there are still now from time to time burials.  I have a list of burials up to 
1999 with some details from the register of burials.1 
For most names the data are date of birth and of death, address where they 
died, sometimes profession.  It's not possible to find where they were born: it 
could be Belgium or many other countries.  Only in two cases there is a clear 

link with the UK: 
Alphonse TOUBOUL was born in Bournemouth on 2 November 1872, died 
in Oostende on 10 September 1923. 
Victor Hugh J.  SCHROEDER born 1882, died in an airplane accident on 30 
December 1933, is said to be residing in London. 
 
In an article in a local publication I read the story of a burial in the Jewish plot 
of the Stuiverstraat of Fred Izak MEER in 1970.  It seems he died accidentally 
in Oostende on his way from a visit to relatives in Austria back to his home in 
Vancouver, Canada.  The funeral was arranged by the Canadian embassy as no 
relatives could be found.  Since there was nobody who could pay for the 
concession the burial was temporary, but in the end it stayed.  There would 
have been a wooden sign but that disappeared, also his name is not on the list 
of burials. 
 
I hope this can help somebody.  I am of course prepared to look for more 
information if requested. 
 
Jan Bousse, Belgium 

       
 
Photographs by kind permission of Jan Bousse.  Larger images of the old 
cemetery stones, together with further details, can be seen at: 
http://www.genpals.co.uk/cemeteryproject/showmap.php?cemeteryID=51&t
ree=Cemeteries 
1.  Jan’s list can be found at: 
http://www.british-
jewry.org.uk/New%20Member%20Area/bjdatabases/ostend_cemetery.htm 
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GRAVE MATTERS (OR GRAVES MATTER) 
 

 
Earlier this year, whilst holidaying in England with my 
husband, I took the opportunity to visit the graves of some 
of my Jewish ancestors and other relatives: a wonderful 
opportunity only made possible with the assistance of 

several B-J members.   
 
My quest began with the announcement of the Genpals project 
(www.genpals.com) on the B-J list last October, which led to the exciting 
discovery of the grave locations.  A mere click of the mouse and, presto, the 
tombstones materialised.  Wow!  Thanks to the incredible efforts of Gaby 
Laws and Angela Shire, someone from the other side of the world was 
instantly transported to the graves of her ancestors. 
 
As luck would have it, I was going to be in England in a few months’ time.  
Armed with my new-found knowledge, I could not allow the opportunity to 
pay my respects pass me by.  However the Brady Street Cemetery was closed, 
so I would have to make special arrangements - but the contact number had 
been disconnected.  Oh dear!  I posted a plea for help to the B-J list, and was 
not disappointed; thanks to Raymond Montanjees and Susan Jacobs, I 
obtained the new phone number.  We arranged for the cemetery to be open to 
us on our second day in London - and I could hardly wait. 
 
Though Raymond was unable to join us there, fellow B-J member Gina Marks 
and her sister, Elaine Jacobs, were able to attend.  The weather was not kind.  
It blew a gale!  It rained and it hailed!  Nevertheless, with the help of Gina and 
Elaine, we located all but one of the graves. 
 
Brompton (Fulham Rd) and Edmonton Cemeteries proved less of a challenge, 
and we located all the graves on my list - in much better weather. 
 
The story doesn’t end there; our newly-formed friendships have opened up 
further opportunities.  Since our return to Australia, Raymond and Gina have 
sent me photographs of the tombstones of several other family members - and 
there’s more still to come. 

 
We had the most fabulous six week holiday in England and continental 
Europe.  Highlights included the absolutely breathtaking views along the 
Cornish coast, the picturesque mediaeval town of Dinan in Brittany and, of 
course, the Louvre; but nothing moved me or elicited more joy than visiting 
the graves of my ancestors.   
 
How thankful I am that I 
joined B-J and how 
especially indebted I am to 
Gaby Laws, Angela Shire, 
Susan Jacobs, Raymond 
Montanjees, Gina Marks 
and Elaine Jacobs: please all 
take a bow. 
 
Babs O’Connor 
Penrith, NSW, Australia Babs O’Connor, Gina Marks & Elaine Jacobs at 

Brady St Cemetery 24 Apr 2008 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NEXT ISSUE 
 
The next issue, B-J News 16, will be available to 
download from the website on or before Tuesday 10th 
March 2009.   The submission deadline is therefore Sunday 
15th February 2009.   Contact us at 
sherry.landa@wanadoo.fr 
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NEW TO THE ’NET (OR UPDATED) 
 A free index to the unfilmed parts of the 1851 census for 
the Manchester area is now online at http://www.1851-
unfilmed.org.uk/  

 
Cheshire County Council has put a collection of 

Cheshire Directories, from 1822 to 1910, online at 
http://cheshiredirectories.manuscripteye.com/index.htm  
 
As part of the commemoration of the 90th anniversary of the 1918 armistice 
Liverpool City Council has launched a roll of honour database which is fully 
searchable online at 
http://www2.liverpool.gov.uk/hallofremembrance/Default.aspx  
 
Great Ormond Street Hospital for Sick Children (London) has a searchable 
database (which includes references to patients from outside London as well as 
the London Boroughs); it is online at http://www.smallandspecial.org/  
 
The Local BMD projects have had many updates over the past few months, 
including the addition of mothers’ maiden names on the birth certificates 
index, for many years - often for years well before the GRO index started 
including them: http://www.ukbmd.org.uk/ 
 
1911 CENSUS 
 
Taken on Sunday 2 April, the completed 1911 census forms contain personal 
details of some 36 million people living in England and Wales; they are due to 
be released in 2009, albeit with sensitive material - e.g. infirmity – removed, 
and only available from January 2012. 
 
An insight into the information available can be found in Census: The Expert 
Guide: Tools - Techniques - Lives Revealed, by Peter Christian and David Annal.  
The book explains that the schedules were translated into German and Yiddish 
to assist immigrants to complete the forms. 
 
It also notes that many immigrants were refugees from oppression and 
reluctant to fill in the papers, especially with details of their birth places.  

Despite this, and because of the co-operation of the Chief Rabbi, the Board of 
Guardians of British Jews and others, the GRO believed the returns from the 
Jewish community of the East End of London were accurate. 
 
The information we are used to, from the 1851 - 1901 censuses, is all included, 
with the notable addition of the number of years married for a married woman 
and the number of children born to the present marriage, whether living or 
deceased, and in some cases the year of naturalisation if this was taken. 
 
According to the book, foreign nationals were also asked if they were resident 
in the country or just visiting. 
 
A major benefit, apart from all the information, is the fact that the original 
householder's schedules will be available so that we will be able to see our 
ancestors' handwriting - although I am curious to know what will have 
happened in cases where they couldn't write in anything other than Yiddish or 
Hebrew.  Will it be our ancestors' writing we see, or that of one of their 
children or a friend, perhaps?  Apparently, these schedules also include any 
additional comments or doodles that may have been made by those 
completing them. 
 
The book gives two examples, those of the Shedletsky family living at 37 
Lolesworth Buildings and Esther Cohen, a widow, living at 25 Wentworth 
Street.   
Deborah, Abraham Shedletsky's wife states that they have been married for 22 
years. 
 
Esther Cohen's entries show a certain degree of misunderstanding about 
completing the forms: as a widow she was not required to state how long she 
had been married nor the number of children that had since died.  However, 
she does complete this information - which can only be of benefit to anyone 
researching this family. 
 
Gaby Laws, UK 
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TRAVELLING "BACK IN TIME", TO THE SHTETLS 
 
This summer, Angie Elfassi went on a family history discovery journey.  On her return home 
to Israel, she emailed members of four different branches of her family with details of her trip 
that might be of particular interest to them individually, together with observations on the 
places she visited, and she has kindly shared those thoughts with B-J News.  What follows is 
a (very sparingly) edited amalgam of those emails.  References to Angie’s relations have not 
been removed; there is always a chance that they may strike a chord with a reader, 
somewhere.  .  . 

* * * * * 
I recently travelled with my sister Jacqui, and brother-in-law Jeremy, to Latvia 
and Lithuania, to visit the various shtetls where our family originated before 
coming to Leeds, England, between 1890 and 1907. 
 
My journey from Israel, on the whole, was quite uneventful except that I had 
to fly via Vienna to Riga, and my return journey was from Vilnius to Vienna 
and then home.  We drove from Riga to Vilnius, Kaunas and back to Vilnius.  
There was one small point of interest.  The plane to and from Vienna was a 
turbo-propeller - the likes of which I had never seen.  I had visions of having 
to do a Fred Flintstone: slipping my legs through the bottom of the plane and 
pushing until we took off! 
 
On the Sunday we travelled from Lithuania to 
Latvia, to our paternal grandfather's shtetl - 
Rezekne (formerly Rezhita) - and I must first tell 
you about crossing the border: it no longer 
exists!  We had been "warned" by several people 
that it could take between one and four hours.  
So we were surprised and pleased to find that 
you just continue driving as if it were one big 
country; the only way you know you have entered a different country is from 
the sign "Lithuania" (or "Latvia")  
 
Had we not had a guide, we would have had great difficulty in finding Rezekne 
cemetery.  Unfortunately, it is mostly overgrown. There is one small area 
which is still in use by the remaining Jewish community and so was easily 
accessible.  There is a memorial to those who died in the Holocaust. 

 
In Rezekne, we found the Green Synagogue, which is presently in the process 
of being added to the World Heritage Buildings.  It stands on the corner of 
two streets, one of which is Izraelas Street.  I've seen photos of this synagogue 
before, but it was quite a thrill to be standing next to the building where I 
believe my ancestors prayed. 

 
Our guide 
interviewed 
one of the 
local ladies, 
who 
recalled a 
memory 
from 1941, 

when she was nine.  She had seen one of the local policemen, who had assisted 
in rounding up the Jewish people, coming back from the place where the Jews 
had been killed, with gold teeth in his hands - which still had blood on them. 
 

Rezekne is now quite a large town and we 
drove around for a short while.  In one area 
there are still houses from over a hundred 
years ago - at least, that is how they looked.  
They were all made from wood - in the same 
fashion as the Synagogue - each one painted 
a different colour, making the whole area 
quite cheerful!  
 

Since my return, I have received more information about where our ancestors 
lived, with the following description: "...the river Dvina passed through the 
centre of the town and had a towering wall built around....  Our house stood at 
the top of a hill overlooking the river and a railway bridge...".  I was excited to 
receive this, but sorry it hadn’t arrived before I left Israel; maybe I'll visit 
another time or ask someone else visiting to try and figure out where this 
could be. 
 
After leaving Rezekne, we went back into Lithuania to a small town called 
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Antaliepte.  According to archive records, it is quite possible that some 
Kassemoffs had lived, died and were buried there but, again, the cemetery was 
very overgrown.  Someone has taken care of it in a minimal way: it was fenced 
in and a commemorative plaque had been erected "For Eternal Souls". 
 
(P.S.  - For those of you who have never personally met me or my sister, on 
the photos I'm the white haired "gal" - the younger of the two.  .  .) 

  
 
On the Monday we drove to Stakliskes (Stoklishok) in Lithuania - our maternal 
grandfather's shtetl.  We travelled via Trakai where we stopped to eat 
kibinai/pirogi.  They are like Cornish pasties, or Israeli borekas - or even egg 
rolls!  I guess every culture has its own version of a pastry parcel. 
 
Stakliskes is a village where they make very interesting mead; the address of the 
mead makers is included on this site: 
http://www.gotmead.com/component/option,com_sobi/Itemid,103/catid,93
/id,285/task,details/ . 
  
As before, we were grateful for our guide’s help in finding our way around.  
The cemetery, like many others we visited, is overgrown. 
 
The guide had with her a map of "old" Stakliskes where the Jewish people 
lived - around the shtetl square - and there were houses there from that period.  
She showed us where the corner stone of the synagogue used to be, right near 
the town square.  The streets were lined with apple trees laden with fruit, and 
the guide said we could just pick the apples - but we were too embarrassed to 
do that.  She wasn’t!  She brought each of us an apple .  .  . 
 
Stakliskes is fairly close to Kaunas (formerly Kovno).  Kaunas is now a very 
modern town - and the young women show much leg with very high heels!  

However, we stayed in the Old Town and, wandering about, we came across 
Zamenhoff (originator of Esperanto) Street.  From the town archives I got 
several internal passports of my family, including my grandfather's cousin Dina 
née Reichzeligman.  These documents include photos and, although Dina was 
not related to my late grandmother Sarah, she did look like her!   
 
Interestingly, it appears that a Reichzeligman went to Tomsk, in Siberia, and 
made beer there - or could it be that he exported it?  Go to 
http://www.beerlabels.bravepages.com/uni/tomsk.html , and scroll down; 
any thoughts on this would be appreciated.  Unfortunately, to date, I haven’t 
found out any more about a Tomsk branch.   
 
On the Tuesday, we arranged to travel from Kaunas to various shtetls, 
including our paternal grandmother's: Jurbakas (Yurburg), standing on the 
River Neiman.  We had a street name for our ancestor’s home area - Kranto 
Street.  This was supplied by my late father's cousin Moshe Magidowitz, who 
lived there as a young boy, was fortunate enough to survive the war, and now 
lives in Rehovot.  We found the street - once more, we’d have been lost 
without our guide - and it stands not far from the river. 
 
We learned that many Jewish businesses were also their homes: the ground 
floor was the business, and the upper floor the home.  Very often the Jewish 
establishments were on the corner of a street and the corner of the building 
was "sliced" off, thus making access to the premises far easier from either 
direction.  In fact, in both Kaunas and Vilnius, I saw modern day cases of this 
"sliced" corner.  I’m sure that the banks or kiosk owners don’t know the origin 
of this. 
 
The younger people speak mostly Lithuanian and the older residents mostly 
Russian.  
We knew that, unfortunately, no synagogue remained, but Jurbarkas cemetery 
has an area with a memorial to those who perished in the Holocaust.  The 
cemetery had been tended recently and is in fairly good condition. 
 
In Vilnius cemetery I found one fairly recent tombstone for Magidowitz Gesel 
Solomonovic b.  1911 d.  1989.  I have been given a phone number for his 
son, and I will try to contact him. 
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On the Tuesday we arranged to travel to Sakiai (Shaki) 
in Lithuania - our maternal grandmother's shtetl, now a 
town.  This was a bit more emotional; our grandmother 
Sarah née Cohen had grown up here, and she had lived 
with us at home for the last few years of her life.  She 
was about seventeen or eighteen when she arrived in 
England and I remember she spoke English with an 
accent - I guess, much as I speak Hebrew with an 
accent!  I was eight when she died. 
 
Yet again, our guide was invaluable!  The cemetery, unfortunately no longer 
exists: the whole area has been razed to the ground, and all that is left is a 
commemorative plaque. Apparently the locals had taken the tombstones to 
use in their buildings!  Here again, there is a Holocaust memorial.   
 
Both Latvia and Lithuania are basically very flat, green, fertile countries and I 
wondered how my grandparents, in their separate ways, must have felt leaving 
the homes that they had known since birth.  Perhaps they were happy to be 
leaving freezing winters, but I was there in the summer and the weather really 
was pleasant. 
 
I have some tombstone photos from both Rezekne and Jurbarkas - some 
barely readable; if anyone is interested, I will forward them.1 
 
In all the shtetls we had visited Holocaust memorials, and I was truly thankful 
that I was able to leave Lithuania freely and without fear! 
 
Wishing you all well, 
 
Angie Elfassi, Israel 
 
1 Angie is happy to extend this offer to readers of B-J News; her email address is 
aelfassi51@yahoo.com 
 
 
 

JEWISH HOUSEHOLD HEIRLOOMS 
 
Many times, you may find that you are in possession of a household heirloom 
which you inherited from your ancestors.  You will look at the item and 
wonder what and how it was used.  Perhaps you will look at its design and 
think about what kind of material it is made from or where it came from 
originally.  Its age also may tickle your curiosity.   
 
What follow next are some short essays, originally posted on the 
JewishGen/Litvak SIG Digests during the High Holidays, 
September/October, 2008.  They are brief explanations of the role that some 
of these everyday items played in the lives of our ancestors.  They very often 
meant so much that they were carted over long distances to foreign countries 
far away from their ancestral shtetls. 
 
Mortars and Pestles 
 
The other day, after reading my article on heirloom, Howard Margol 
mentioned to me that his great-grandmother had passed down to him 
candlesticks and a brass mortar-and-pestle.  In addition, Saul Issroff also 
mentioned that a mortar-and-pestle had been handed down to him as well 
from his family in Linkuva, Lithuania. 
 
My response was that the essential elements of a Jewish domestic goddess in 
those days were her candlesticks, her mortar-and-pestle, her perina or feather 
comforter and perhaps her samovar.  These were items which traveled with 
her wherever she went and settled. 
 
It inspired me to consider what use Howard's and Saul's ancestresses had for 
the mortar-and-pestle - regarded as a single entity, rather than two separate 
items.  While not a kitchen staple today, it did heavy duty in our Litvak - and 
other - kitchens of yore. The mortar-and-pestle's history derives from ancient 
roots as far back as Egypt (1550 B.C.E.) and biblical times (Old Testament, 
Numbers 11:8 and Proverbs 27:22) and it can be found on many continents 
and in many cultures.  It has taken many forms and sizes depending on the use 
to which it was put.  It has been made from such materials as wood, brass, 
marble, stone, ceramic and porcelain. 



 15

 
The mortar-and-pestle was used to grind herbs and spices for cooking such as 
horseradish root, garlic, sesame seeds and cinnamon sticks.  There was also the 
pervasive use of nuts in Jewish cooking which would have required the 
services of a mortar-and-pestle, along with perhaps cooking grains, matzo meal 
and even grinding meat.  Most of all, it would have been used for preparing 
coffee beans, where coffee grinders were not available or did not do as good a 
job.  The mortar-and-pestle was also the basic tool for preparing any medicinal 
items for use in family illnesses.   
 
There were even miniature mortars and pestles which were made just for the 
use of future kitchen mavens.  This was an easy means for bubbes to instill in 
the kinder knowledge of the Jewish culinary arts.  Many a time, the child, from 
the earliest age, was coached carefully on how to prepare nuts for baking or 
other such skills which gave them a feeling of participating in the baking 
process. 
 
As our ancestors modernized and began to purchase more items from retail 
stores rather than preparing them from scratch in their own kitchens, the use 
of the mortar-and-pestle fell into disuse.  So, if you find, as Howard and Saul 
did, that you have this "ancient" kitchen implement handed down to you, you 
should treasure it.  It is a reminder of the days when Jewish mothers put in a 
hard day's work to prepare their family's meals and put fresh food on the table 
under sometimes difficult and trying circumstances. 
 
Perinas 
 
One of the most important items in the Jewish domestic goddess' arsenal of 
household necessities was the perina.  This was what we would call today a 
coverlet or duvet. It was filled to capacity with soft goose feathers or down - 
often as much as fifty pounds. Those too impecunious to afford feathers, 
stuffed their perina with straw or hay. 
 
In my mother's childhood in Manchester, England, her parents, originally from 
Drogobych and Boryslaw, Ukraine, kept several geese in the backyard of their 
rowhouse.  These were not only for their future purpose on the family table, 
but as a source of feathers for the perinas. 

 
The white glossy geese, large and luxuriantly feathered, were treated like 
royalty and fed indulgently by the children in the family.  They were even given 
a "vanny" or tin tub filled with water to splash about in.  My grandparents 
were not the only ones to have geese: it was a common sight in the backyards, 
if they had them, of many immigrant Jews.  Those who did not have their own 
personal source of feathers could always purchase them at market or from 
local purveyors. 
 
The use of a perina for bedding purposes was well-known.  Many were given as 
wedding presents to new brides and grooms to start their households off on 
the right foot.  It was a mitzvah for mothers and other female relatives to pick 
just the right feathers of the best quality for such a present and what a lot of 
work went into making the perfect perina.  Some makers even chose to insert 
written blessings and money as a gift to the recipient to ensure good luck. 
 
Another use for the perina was as a vehicle for transporting the family's 
valuables when they had to move. They spread out their perina and put their 
valuables in it, such as their candlesticks, mortar-and-pestle and pictures, and 
then tied it up tightly.  Off they went either in a horse and cart, if they could 
afford it or, if not, on foot, and thence to the train or boat. 
 
These valuable bundles were treasured and kept close to the family as they 
traveled long distances to their final destinations.  When they arrived, they 
untied their perina, unpacked it, aired it out and fluffed it up, and it was just as 
good as before. Where the immigrants landed up in tenements, one could see 
thousands of perinas hanging out of windows and from balconies as they took 
the air to freshen them up.  In addition, one of the daily rituals was for the 
perinas to be shaken and fluffed in order to get the feathers equally distributed 
and comfortable once again. 
 
If the perina had suffered any abuse in its transfer to the new location, it could 
very easily be cleaned and the feathers replaced, and all would be well.  The 
original feathers, though, held a poignant memory for the owners, as they were 
from der heim, and many kept a few as a keepsake, or made them into smaller 
pillows. 
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It was the memories of the relatives and the ancestral shtetl that were kept 
alive by the use of the perina in the new country.  It was those things which 
were to be destroyed almost entirely by the dislocations and pogroms 
following World War I, and by the Holocaust of World War II. 
 
So now, when you go to the department store of your choice and see the huge 
variety of down comforters or duvets, some of the designer variety with 
exorbitantly costly feathers, remember the origins of this very handy 
household item and how well it served your ancestors.  Perhaps you, too, will 
want to give one as a wedding present to bless the union of a new Jewish 
couple. 
 
Cholent Pot 
 
The dish, cholent, is also known as shalet or even cassoulet.  It is made in a 
variety of combinations of ingredients such as beans and potatoes, with or 
without meat, and has been called the most ancient meal in the world.  It is 
quite suitable to eat during the Rosh Hashanah holiday which commemorates 
the birthday of the world. 
  
It was made in either a metal or a clay pot and set either over a slow-burning 
wood fire, over coals, or in an oven.  The even heat and the tightly sealed lid 
of the metal or clay pot enabled the meal to cook thoroughly and retain 
moisture.  Sometimes, the dessert portion of the meal, a kugel, was prepared in 
a clay pot which was set inside the bigger metal pot.  It was certainly an all-in-
one dish for the entire family and where funds were not in great supply, the 
vegetarian version of the cholent was quite tasty and filling. 
  
The custom developed in Jewish shtetls for each housewife to prepare her 
cholent in whatever way she liked, seal the cholent pot, label it and take it to 
the communal bakery.  There, the baker took the pots and put them in his 
large oversized oven and let them cook overnight.  The next day, the pots were 
picked up by each family and taken to the table ready to eat. 
  
It made for a very simple and ingenious means of slow cooking ingredients so 
that Jews could have a hot meal on shabbat without firing up the stove or 
other means of cooking which was not allowed.   

  
The pots themselves were either made locally by potters or brought in from 
shtetls further afield.  Many purchased their pots on market day and there was 
usually a big variety to choose from.  Some places had clay which was superior 
to others and the pots became well-known for better cooking qualities or for 
their unique design.  They came in various sizes to suit the family or their 
income.  These pots were basics in a Jewish household as they were used every 
week, and sometimes more frequently. 
  
Today, one would use an electric crock pot, perhaps a Dutch oven or even a 
fancier version of the original clay pot.  However, that original pot is still the 
best and easiest to use for an authentic dish.  If you have such an heirloom 
pot, you can now imagine how many wonderful family meals were cooked in 
it.   
  
Between the 1920s and the1940s, in Brooklyn, NY, there was a restaurant 
called Dave’s Blue Room whose customer base was from every known Jewish 
place, but many were Litvaks, particularly those from Minsk guberniya.  It was 
well-known for Jewish-style cooking, and families gathered there regularly to 
partake of the delicious fare.  The food was spread out in a smorgasbord 
manner on the counter, and diners were welcome to eat what they liked.  As 
you know, Jews are great restaurant goers, so the variety and quality of the 
food at Dave’s Blue Room was quite a draw to crowds of people. 
  
One thing the restaurant was known for was its cholent.  What the customers 
did not know was that it was not made in the oven as in days of yore as 
everyone thought, but was cooked on top of the stove and tasted every bit as 
good, if not better.  Due to the heaviness of the dish, the cholent was most 
popular during the fall and winter months and there was nothing like a seltzer 
accompaniment and a good nap after such a filling meal. 
  
Nowadays, one would be hard-pressed to find cholent on a menu or even 
locate a cholent pot.  However, if you do have such an heirloom pot, I urge 
you to follow in the path of your ancestors and make a cholent.  Enjoy its 
essential simplicity, and its roots in our ancient heritage. 
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Samovars, Sbiten and Black Tea 
 
Let me ask you a riddle.  What is Russian, heavy, copper or silver, and can 
produce hot drinks? Ah, I knew you would guess . . . it’s a samovar.  Samovars 
are the Russian heating gadget which combines a teapot with a hot water 
heater.  It is the beloved item that your ancestors schlepped with them and 
now should be a well-cared for heirloom sitting on your sideboard or table. 
 
Developed in the Tula area of Russia, just south of Moscow, and first 
manufactured in 1778, samovars have played a vital role in Russian history.  
This household item was made from various materials, but was usually copper 
and used charcoal or kerosene to heat the water in its main body. 
 
There were known to be over 165 different types of samovar, which took 
various forms such as pear-shaped, vase-shaped, wine glass-shaped and 
cylindrical.  Usually, a samovar was kept hot throughout the day and could 
produce over forty cups of water. 
 
Used originally to produce the ancient spiced honey concoction sbiten, it 
helped make this popular drink reign supreme during the long cold winter 
months.  Gaining wide currency in Russia, sbiten was similar to mead and other 
honey-based drinks.  It was made from water, honey and berries and a variety 
of spices dependent on the recipe of the maker.  These spices or herbs were 
St. John's Wort, Valerian, sage, ginger, bay leaves, and others such as 
cinnamon and cloves. 
 
Black tea from Mongolia was first brought as a gift to Tzar Alexis in 1618 by 
the Chinese and was eventually added to the samovar's repertoire.  Tea 
overtook sbiten in popularity and became the mainstay of the samovar.  In 
actuality, tea came to be flavored with sugar, honey or jam and therefore 
combined the sweet attributes of both tea and sbiten. 
 
By 1735, certain customs for drinking tea emerged such as drinking the tea 
through a lump of sugar held between one's teeth.  You may well remember 
such a custom from your grandparents or parents, when they made a "glassele 
te".  Many dropped jam into the tea too, and I seem to remember blackberry 
jam being a favorite.  Usually, the tea was drunk from a glass or, perhaps, from 

a jam jar, if nothing more suitable was available.  How strange and exotic it 
must have seemed to you, little knowing how ancient a custom it was. 
 
Not only was tea the drink of choice throughout the Russian Empire, much of 
it was produced and distributed not only by the famous British companies, but 
by a Jewish firm, the Wissotzky Tea Company.  The company was founded 
officially in 1849 by Kalman "Kolonimus" Zeev Wissotzky, of Zagare, 
Lithuania. 
 
Started in Zagare, the company opened a main office and factory in Moscow, 
where the family was able to gain approval to reside.  A London branch was 
opened in 1908 by Ahad ha-Am aka Asher Ginsburg, who was one of the 
great pre-state Zionist thinkers.  Eventually, the family left Russia due to the 
Revolution and was forced to settle and continue their business enterprise 
elsewhere.  In 1922 they opened an Israeli branch, and added a factory in 1936. 
 
Tea was a drink that conjured up the Jewish spirit of camaraderie and 
hospitality, enabling the everyday to fade so that a bit of rest and a chat 
became important and expected.  The ritual of heating the water and preparing 
for one's tea break was heartening.  Sitting with one's friends and discussing 
the topics of the day, be they religion, politics or whatever else, struck a chord 
with people who had no television or movies to inform or entertain them, only 
their mental capabilities which they could stretch in discussions such as these. 
 
According to Rabbi Richard Newman of Temple Israel in Cape Town, SA, the 
samovar and its noisy boiling chainik or teapot which sat on top of the samovar 
heater has even become part of Yiddish colloquialisms.  Many a bubbe would 
say to her grandchildren when they were being too boisterous: Hak mir nisht 
kayn chainik which meant “don’t bang on my teapot”, but which came to mean 
“stop annoying me”.   
 
As the fall season is now upon us, the leaves are turning colors in many places 
and the chilly winds of winter will soon begin to blow.  Think of your samovar 
and how it kept the chill away during those long Russian winters of days gone 
by.  See if you can, once again, use it to brew that wonderful cup of tea and 
slip in a little honey or jam to make it just that bit more special. Then, ask a 
few friends in for a chat.  Ah, perfection . . . 
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Singer Sewing Machines 
 
One of the household items which brought the twentieth century forcefully to 
Europe was the sewing machine.  Tasks that had previously been tedious and 
time-consuming could be completed in half the time.  Projects could be 
undertaken at home which would bring in money for the family.  In 
industrialized western Europe, in such countries as England, people readily set 
up workshops to make clothing and raincoats, often in their own homes.   
  
There were simple sewing machines from 1790 on, but the name which 
became synonymous with sewing machines was Isaac Merritt Singer (1811-
1875), who was born in Pittstown, NY.  Some say his father was a German 
Jew, but this has not been confirmed.  He patented his first machine in 1851 
and developed his company based on several critically simple principles: a 
credit plan to enable purchase by new owners, a singularly aggressive force of 
agents and salesmen who spanned the globe, an education component for 
training owners, a continuing maintenance force and finally, a remarkably 
creative advertising team and budget.  All combined to make Singer a 
successful multi-national: a worldwide phenomenon. 
 
The Singer Company was particularly aggressive in spreading their product 
throughout Europe and Russia.  Their most successful agent was Frederick 
Neidlinger who came to run the Singer operations in Northern Europe.  As he 
was a German and the Singer name was considered to be a German one and, 
moreover, many of the top management were Germans, the company was 
thought to be a German-owned one as well. 
 
This was somewhat of a problem during wartime, when employees were 
sometimes considered German spies.  Staff in Lithuania and Warsaw, were 
arrested during World War I, and while the women were eventually released, 
the men were sent to Siberia, many never to return. 
 
The headquarters in Russia was a wonderfully designed building on the 
Nevsky Prospekt in St. Petersburg.  Eventually, they moved to Boyarski Dvor 
in Moscow, when their business grew by leaps and bounds.  One of the 
biggest Singer factories in the world was in Podolsk, Russia, just south of 

Moscow on the Prakha River.  From 1900 onwards, it came to employ over 
5,000 workers and churned out over 200,000 machines a year for the gigantic 
and diverse population of the Tzar’s Empire.   
 
In the Baltic, for instance, they had company agents in many towns, both big 
and small, with headquarters in Vilna.  These agents not only sold the 
machines known as siuvamoji masina in Lithuanian, but provided maintenance 
and training in how to use them.  Owning such a modern machine, if only 
manually operated, was considered a wonderful opportunity to gain future 
employment.  Women signed up for the classes in large numbers.   
 
In addition, the Singer Company not only sold to Jews, but they hired them as 
well along with other ethnic groups.  As a result, virtually all of the employees 
in the Ukrainian towns of Kiev, Kozlov and Odessa were Jewish.  The job was 
well-paid and responsible and, in some cases, required that the salesmen 
memorize the entire repertoire of Singer models which was quite extensive.  
 
The sewing machine was a treasured household item, especially since the 
owner was responsible for its continuing payments for some time.  One could 
hardly do without it and it became an indispensable part of the family.  
 
In times when department stores had not yet become the norm and tiny 
shtetls had very few commercial resources, the sewing machine enabled 
individuals to become successful tailors and many traveled from place to place 
with their sewing machines on their backs, taking orders.  Householders could 
create clothing for their entire families with ease.  In many family photos, one 
can see that the same cloth or fabric was used to make everyone’s dress, 
although some had differently designed collars or sleeves.   
 
I particularly remember one photo of my father’s relatives in Kupiskis, 
Lithuania, where the women were all attired surprisingly in polka-dotted fabric, 
the older women with more conservative necklines and the younger with more 
modern fashionable ones.  I thought how modern they managed to look in 
their home-made clothing.   
 
My maternal grandfather, one the other hand, was a bespoke tailor who had 
been taken from his home in Drogobych, Ukraine, to Vienna, to be 
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apprenticed.  From there, he had been forcibly inducted into Austrian 
Emperor Franz Josef’s Imperial Army, before finally he was able to settle in 
Manchester, England.   
 
In order to practice his tailoring trade, he purchased a Singer machine which 
he used at home on Cheetwood Street, located in Manchester’s Strangeways 
district.  As did many tailors, he sang and hummed while he worked.  His 
favorite songs derived from his brief time with the Austrian Army, and he sang 
them with gusto as he sewed.  One of these was the “Radetzky March”, which 
he would hum very loudly.   
 
My mother, the youngest child in the family, remembered these ditties decades 
later from the times she would sit at my grandfather’s feet as he sewed.  She 
too could sing them in the same manner.  Not to leave the Yiddish favorites 
out in the cold, my grandfather sang them too, especially the ones from the 
music halls which were so prevalent then and which he visited quite often with 
his friends.  His favorite was the Palace Theatre which he visited every 
Thursday. 
 
He did not sew alone on Cheetwood Street, as there were many small factories 
and home industries there.  The immigrant residents either worked in a factory 
in the street or somewhere else.  The backstreet houses, as they were called, 
had several floors and, many times, one room or an entire floor was devoted 
to some aspect of the sewing business for raincoats or other clothing. 
 
How did people know of my grandfather’s services? Word of mouth was 
always a sure indicator of a good tradesman.  However, my mother’s oldest 
sister Bessie spoke and wrote in English quite well and she used to prepare the 
text or copy for newspaper ads in the Yiddish and British papers.  This 
brought in many non-Jewish clients who otherwise would not have known of 
my grandfather’s expertise.  Three of his favorite customers were music hall 
stars Vesta Tilley and Marie Lloyd, and renowned Shakespearean actress Ellen 
Terry, whose personal finery as well as stage clothing he made on a regular 
basis.   
 
Having a sewing machine in the household enabled the children in the family 
to gain intimate knowledge of a piece of equipment that would later provide 

occupations for them too.  My mother’s brothers learned the various aspects 
of sewing and opened raincoat factories on their own.  Her older sisters also 
worked in various capacities in the industry; my Aunty Ada, for example, was a 
skilled pattern hand.   
 
Not to be outdone, my mother told her older brothers that she too could 
operate machinery due to watching my grandfather on his Singer machine.  
After much heated discussion, between her brothers, Ike, Harry and Ben, she 
was allowed to try the complicated button-hole machine in their factory.  She 
passed the test with flying colors and became the star button-holer.  She was 
just fourteen, at the time, and found that it was a much more enjoyable and 
better paying job than her previous one of covering buttons in a waterproof 
factory on Great Ducie Street. 
  
Speaking of buttons, many families kept a button box with various kinds of 
buttons.  In those days, decorative tins were quite popular and used for many 
purposes including that of button storage.  Many were handed down from 
generation to generation of sewers and they were kept in a drawer of the 
sewing machine cabinet or other place nearby.  
 
I remember quite vividly that my mother brought her father’s button tin with 
her when she came to America.  It had a dark purplish tinge to it and had 
dents galore.  The beautifully printed paper label on it had long ago ceased to 
exist, but to me that did not matter.  It contained a fabulous collection of 
mysterious items of all different shapes, sizes and materials.  As a child I 
played with the tin, as my mother had, until it was worn and dented beyond 
further use.  It was a sad day when we had to retire that lovely tin and replace 
it with another.   
  
In the 1950s my mother purchased a Singer machine with a cabinet, as my 
grandfather before her had.  Its many drawers were always filled with 
numerous items of interest for children, such as pin cushions and thimbles, 
and we always added a bit more of our own to the collections there.  The 
machine lasted for decades until it was too old to use anymore and my mother 
replaced it with an electric portable. 
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Nowadays, many people do not have sewing machines, and they are no longer 
the staple of the household that they once were.  Clothing is cheaper and 
readily available to all in stores.  Most women work and do not have the time 
to engage in sewing.  In addition, many Jews who worked in the “needle 
trades” have given birth to a generation of children and grandchildren who are 
professionals: doctors, lawyers, teachers and the like.  They are no longer 
interested in sewing machines for the most part.  Moreover, many of the 
needle trades have gone overseas to Third World countries where the labor is 
cheaper.  
 
So, if you still have your ancestor’s heirloom sewing machine, treasure it: it 
signifies your family’s introduction to the modern age.  Try to sew a bit on it 
still.  I am sure that it would do as good a job as it did a hundred years ago.  It 
was made to last, just like our families. 
 
(Originally appeared as postings on JewishGen/Litvak SIG, 
September/October, 2008.  Re-edited and reprinted courtesy of Ann 
Rabinowitz, author.) 
 
© 2008 Ann Rabinowitz 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BOOK REVIEW 
Tracing Your Jewish Ancestors.  A Guide for Family Historians  

Rosemary Wenzerul 
published by Pen and Sword in 2008.   
Price £12.99 
 

Rosemary Wenzerul has written an excellent book that will be 
an invaluable resource to Jewish genealogists, both experienced and novice.  It 
will serve, too, as an important reference point for people like me who are 
experienced, but have only recently discovered that they have Jewish ancestors.   
 
An introduction gives a brief social history of the Jews in England, which 
helps set the rest of the book in context.  The author then moves on to 
practicalities.  The first four chapters ‘Where Do I begin?’, ‘Drawing Your 
Family Tree’, ‘Links to the Internet’ and ‘Public Records’ are helpful to both 
the beginner and the more experienced genealogist.  Each chapter starts with 
sections that assume the reader has no genealogical experience and moves 
seamlessly into more detailed and complex material.  Chapters on Archives, 
and on Libraries and Museums, remind us all of the resources available on - or 
almost on - our doorsteps; they serve as a useful counter to the expectation 
that everything will be digitised and available on the Internet.  The author next 
turns to addressing the more complex specifics of Jewish records: marriage 
and divorce, death and burial.  These chapters are far more than a 
straightforward listing of the material that a genealogist should expect, or 
hope, to find.  Their descriptions and explanations of Jewish customs, rites 
and rituals are - to a non-Jew like myself - invaluable, as is the chapter on how 
to read gravestones and the one on names.  The author discusses how an 
individual’s family history may be extended and deepened, and later chapters 
explain how to locate and interpret records relating to the armed forces, the 
holocaust, immigration and emigration.  Somewhat out of the ordinary, and all 
the more interesting for that, are the chapters dealing with heraldry and with 
the medical profession.  The book ends with three short case studies taken 
from the author’s own family researches, which illustrate just how the records 
she has described throughout the book can be used to construct the history of 
a family.  The book is amply illustrated with examples of the records she 
describes. 
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Rosemary Wenzerul has skilfully managed the art of presenting information in 
a lively and imaginative way.  I recommend it unreservedly to all those with an 
interest in researching their Jewish ancestry. 
 
Rosemary A Rees, North Yorkshire 
 
 

NEW BOOK 
From One End of the Earth to the Other: 

The London Bet Din, 1805-1855, and the Jewish Convicts 
Transported to Australia 
Author: Jeremy I.  Pfeffer  
Format: Hardback  

ISBN: 9781845192938  
Published: 1 September 2008  
Publisher: Sussex Academic Press 
Total Pages: 355 
Illustrations: b/w illustrations & tables 
UK RRP: £49.50 (but available at £32.18 from Tesco.com; $62.21 US from 
Amazon.com)  
 
About the book - with acknowledgements to Sussex Academic Press 
The emancipation of the Jews of England was largely complete when George 
III came to the throne in 1760.  Free to live how and where they wished, the 
Jews had been specifically exempted from the provisions of the 1753 Marriage 
Act which made Christian marriage the only legal option for all others.  The 
effect of this exemption was to put the matrimonial causes of the Jews of 
England exclusively in the hands of their Rabbis and Dayanim (Jewish 
ecclesiastical judges) for the next hundred years.  No Bet Din (Jewish 
ecclesiastical court) anywhere in the world has left such a complete record of 
its transactions - matrimonial and proselytical - as that contained in the extant 
Pinkas (minute-book) of the London Bet Din from 1805 to 1855.  In all other 
matters, including the offences punishable by transportation, Jews were subject 
to the jurisdiction of the civil courts.  Of the estimated 150,000 convict 
transportees shipped to the Australian penal colonies, some seven hundred 
were Jews.  Matrimonial and related matters involving twenty of these 
miscreants are recorded in the Pinkas.  Jeremy Pfeffer recounts the history of 

the London Bet Din during these years as revealed by the Pinkas record and 
relates the previously untold stories of this group of Jewish convict 
transportees and their families. 
Have you read this book?  If so, please submit a review for B-J News 16! 
 
 
 
JUST FOR LAUGHS (WARNING THE SUBJECT MATTER MAY 
OFFEND SOME READERS ALTHOUGH THIS IS NOT OUR 
INTENTION):  
 
 

THE CONDEMNED POSTMEN 
 

A man was walking in London's Hyde Park when he heard 
a faint rustling in the undergrowth. Parting the foliage, he 

spied two very old men in long black leather coats; one of 
them had a distinctive toothbrush moustache, and hair parted sharply across 
his forehead.  
  
"You're not ....?" gasped the man, astonished. 
  
"Ja," said the moustache, "I am Adolf Hitler und zis is mein propaganda 
minister Herr Josef Goebbels". 
  
"But . . . I thought you died in the bunker in Berlin, in 1945". 
  
"Ja," replied the Führer, "zat's vot you peeble call 'spin'.  In fact, ve are back - 
and zis time ve're going to kill tvelve million Jews............ and two postmen!" 
  
"Two postmen???? - why two postmen?" exclaimed the puzzled 
stroller. 
  
"Zere you are, Josef" says Adolf. "I told you: zay don't give a s..t 
about ze Jews!" 
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DIARY DATES  
Taken from GENEVA website 
http://geneva.weald.org.uk/   
22nd December 2008 to 31st March 2009 inc. 

January 10-
18 

Fort Lauderdale, 
FL, USA 

Irish Genealogy at Sea  

January 17 Sherborne, SOM Winter Workshop - On The Parish/In 
The Workhouse  

January 16-
20 

Auckland, NZ 12th Australasian Congress on 
Genealogy & Heraldry  

January 17 Barking, ESS Family History Fair  
January 20 Brixham, DEV Start to Become a Family History 

Detective (weekly, Mon 1-3pm)  
January 25 Bracknell, BRK The Bracknell Family History Fair  

  
February 8 Crawley, SSX The Sussex & South London Family 

History Fair  
February 21 London, LND Guild Poster Seminar: London 

University Garden Halls  
February 21 Canterbury, KEN The Professional Approach Day School 
February 21 Northwich, CHS Tenth Annual Cheshire Family History 

Day  
February 21 Sherborne, SOM Winter Workshop - Public Utilities  
Feb 27-1 Mar Olympia, LND Who Do You Think You Are? live 

2009  

  
March 1-

31 
Nottingham, NTT Talk & Tours @ Galleries of Justice: 

The Development of Prisons from 
Punishment to Reform  

March 1 Kidlington, OXF The Oxfordshire & Bucks Family 
History Fair  

March 7 Canterbury, KEN Reading Old Documents - Day School  
March 7 Surrey, BC, CAN Megan SMOLENYAK  Seminar  
March 8 Port Sunlight, CHS The Merseyside & Cheshire Family 

History Fair  
March 14 Brompton by 

Northallerton, NRY 
Brompton Heritage & Family History 
Day  

March 21 York, YKS Family History Fair  
March 21 Sherborne, SOM Winter Workshop - Computers  
March 28 Kew, SRY Federation of Family History Societies 

AGM / GM  
March 28 Haywards Heath, 

WSX 
Conference and AGM  

March 29 Norwich, NFK The East Anglia Family History Fair  
  
 
 


